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M A K I N G  G V S U  W O R K  
D i a n a  P a c e ,  B a r t  M e r k l e ,  a n d  K a t h l e e n  B l u m r e i c h  
C o l l a b o r a t i o n  i s  m o s t  s i m p l y  d e f i n e d  a s  " w o r k i n g  t o g e t h e r . "  O f  c o u r s e ,  U n i v e r s i t y  
f a c u l t y  a n d  s t a f f  l i t e r a l l y  w o r k  t o g e t h e r ,  s h a r i n g  a  c o m m o n  e m p l o y e r  a n d  c o n d u c t i n g  
b u s i n e s s  i n  t h e  s a m e  g e n e r a l  l o c a l e ;  b u t  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  c o m m u n i t y  a l s o  
w o r k  t o g e t h e r  o n  c o m m i t t e e s ,  o n  d e p a r t m e n t a l  p r o j e c t s ,  o n  o f f i c e - w i d e  a n d / o r  
c a m p u s - w i d e  i s s u e s .  M o s t  o f t e n ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h i s  t y p e  o f  t e a m w o r k  o c c u r s  a m o n g  
c o l l e a g u e s  w i t h i n  t h e  s a m e  a c a d e m i c  a r e a .  W e  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  b r o a d e n  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  
c o l l a b o r a t i o n  a n d  e n c o u r a g e  f a c u l t y  a n d  s t a f f  t o  e m b r a c e  a  m o r e  c o m p r e h e n s i v e  
v i e w  o f  w h a t  i t  m e a n s  t o  " w o r k "  a t  G V S U .  I n  o u r  v i e w ,  t h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  p o s s i b l e  
a v e n u e s  f o r  c o l l a b o r a t i o n :  f o r c e d  c o l l a b o r a t i o n ,  a r i s i n g  o u t  o f  n e c e s s i t y  o r  c r i s i s ;  
i n i t i a t e d  c o l l a b o r a t i o n ,  a r i s i n g  o u t  o f  k n o w n  a n d  s h a r e d  i n t e r e s t s ;  a n d  s e r e n d i p i t o u s  
c o l l a b o r a t i o n ,  a r i s i n g  o u t  o f  a  c a s u a l  m e e t i n g  o r  c o n t a c t .  
I n  f o r c e d  c o l l a b o r a t i o n ,  d e s p i t e  e v e n  u n p l e a s a n t  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l s  
i n v o l v e d  c a n  b e n e f i t  g r e a t l y  f r o m  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  v a l u e  o f  w o r k i n g  t o g e t h e r .  T h i s  
p a s t  s u m m e r ,  t h e  P r e s i d e n t  w e n t  t o  t h e  C o u n s e l i n g  C e n t e r  t o  t e l l  t h e  s t a f f  t h a t  t h e r e  
h a d  b e e n  a  s u i c i d e  o n  c a m p u s .  H e  a n d  a  s t a f f  m e m b e r  w a l k e d  t o  t h e  L i t t l e  M a c  
B r i d g e ,  w h e r e  o n e  o f  t h e  v i s i t i n g  J a p a n e s e  s t u d e n t s  h a d  t a k e n  h i s  l i f e  w i t h i n  t h e  l a s t  
h o u r .  A t  t h a t  p o i n t ,  a  n u m b e r  o f  G r a n d  V a l l e y  e m p l o y e e s  b e g a n  t o  w o r k  t o g e t h e r  i n  a  
r e m a r k a b l e  w a y  t o  d e a l  w i t h  t h i s  t r a g e d y :  D a v i d  l h r m a n  f r o m  t h e  E n g l i s h  D e p a r t m e n t ;  
A I  W y g a n t  f r o m  C a m p u s  S e c u r i t y ;  A I  W a l c z a k  f r o m  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  S t u d i e s ;  B a r t  
M e r k l e ,  A s s o c i a t e  P r o v o s t  a n d  D e a n  o f  S t u d e n t s ;  S t e v e n  W a r d ,  D i r e c t o r  o f  P u b l i c  
R e l a t i o n s ;  M a r i e  N o e ,  S e c r e t a r y  t o  V i c e  P r e s i d e n t  M c l o g a n  a n d  v o l u n t e e r  c r i s i s  
w o r k e r ;  a n d  s e v e r a l  s t a f f  m e m b e r s  f r o m  t h e  C o u n s e l i n g  C e n t e r .  T h e i r  c o n c e r n  w a s  
f o r  t h e  o t h e r  J a p a n e s e  s t u d e n t s  a n d  t h e  f a m i l y  o f  t h e  s t u d e n t  w h o  h a d  c o m m i t t e d  
s u i c i d e .  C o m b i n i n g  a l l  o f  t h e  l e v e l s  o f  t h e i r  v a r i o u s  p r o f e s s i o n a l  e x p e r t i s e  w a s  
n e c e s s a r y  t o  p r o v i d e  a n  a r r a y  o f  s e r v i c e s :  l a n g u a g e  t r a n s l a t i o n ,  p h y s i c a l  s a f e t y ,  
n o t i f i c a t i o n  o f  r e l a t i v e s ,  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  m e d i a ,  c r i s i s  m a n a g e m e n t ,  a n d  g r i e f  
c o u n s e l i n g .  T h o s e  i n v o l v e d  w e r e  s u r p r i s e d  b y  t h e  w a y  i n  w h i c h  t h e y  w e r e  a b l e  t o  
p r o v i d e  s u c h  a  s m o o t h  f l o w  o f  t h e s e  s e r v i c e s .  T h e i r  e f f o r t s  w e r e  c o m p r e h e n s i v e ,  
p r o f e s s i o n a l ,  a n d  w e l l - m e s h e d ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  n o n e  o f  t h e m  h a d  e v e r  w o r k e d  w i t h  
e a c h  o t h e r  i n  a  s i t u a t i o n  o f  s u c h  c o m p l e x i t y .  T h o s e  w h o  h a d  b e e n  i n v o l v e d  i n  t h i s  
t r a g e d y  c a m e  a w a y  w i t h  a  s e n s e  o f  t h e  a b s o l u t e  n e c e s s i t y  f o r  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  i n  
h a n d l i n g  a  c r i s i s .  N o  s i n g l e  i n d i v i d u a l  c o u l d  h a v e  p r o v i d e d - o r  c a n  p r o v i d e - a l l  o f  
t h e  e x p e r t i s e  o r  a l l  o f  t h e  s o l u t i o n s ,  b u t ,  t o g e t h e r ,  p e o p l e  f r o m  v a r i o u s  u n i t s  w e r e  
a b l e  t o  a t t e n d  t o  t h e  n e e d s  o f  t h o s e  m o s t  a f f e c t e d  b y  t h i s  s a d  e v e n t .  
T e a m - t e a c h i n g  i s  a n  e x a m p l e  o f  " i n i t i a t e d  c o l l a b o r a t i o n . "  D u r i n g  h e r  f i r s t  y e a r  a t  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  ( 1 9 7 6 ) ,  D i a n a  P a c e  c o - t a u g h t  a  c o u r s e  c a l l e d  " S e e i n g  W i t h  t h e  M i n d ' s  
E y e "  w i t h  A v a  A r s a g a ,  a  f a c u l t y  m e m b e r  a t  T h o m a s  J e f f e r s o n  C o l l e g e .  T h e  a i m  o f  
t h e  c o u r s e  w a s  t o  t e a c h  s t u d e n t s  h o w  t h e  u s e  o f  v i s u a l  i m a g e s  c o u l d  i n c r e a s e  t h e i r  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  •  1  
ability to problem solve, recall information, and think more creatively. Ava had a 
background in education and a specialty in teaching skills, and was quite 
knowledgeable in the applied use of cognitive imagery. On the other hand, Diana 
knew much more about the research, since she had just completed a dissertation on 
the topic. Ava would lecture and teach the experiential learning part of the class, and 
Diana would describe the psychological research on imagery. The students basically 
got "two for the price of one," and the two teachers benefited from sharing their 
knowledge. 
"Serendipitous collaboration" may be the most enjoyable kind of collaboration, 
since it is spontaneous and often originates in social situations among friends. A few 
years ago, a faculty member from the English Department and two psychologists in 
the Counseling Center met for a social lunch in the Oak Room. The conversation led 
to a discussion about personal writing assignments. The English professor shared 
her concern about giving students writing assignments that required reporting 
personal experiences and wondered about the ethics of such assignments. The 
psychologists indicated that they often saw students who reported troubling emotions 
resulting from what they perceived as the intrusive nature of autobiographical or 
personal narratives. As the three talked further over lunch, each was struck by new 
realizations that came from sharing their different perspectives. They decided that 
day to write an article on the topic. Several months later, the piece was printed 
(Swartzlander, Pace, Stamler, 1993), and the authors have since received a number 
of calls and requests from faculty at other colleges and universities to quote the 
essay or to use it in workshops for faculty. 
Another example of a serendipitous collaboration occurred during the winter 
semester of 1995. Don Williams from Sociology, Thom Jeavons from Public 
Administration and the Philanthropy Center, Jay Cooper from Student Life, and Bart 
Merkle from the Dean of Students Office were chatting about the concept of "service 
learning" over a cup of coffee at Afterwards. The conversation proceeded from 
service learning as a pedagogical issue to the much broader question, "What is good 
teaching and how does one do it?" What became evident from this conversation was 
that we don't have a good forum for faculty to talk about their teaching experiences. 
From this informal coffee house chat emerged the notion of having a conference on 
teaching. "A Conversation on Teaching," which over three hundred faculty attended 
last August, was "hatched" as the result of the collaborative thinking, sharing, and 
efforts of four individuals from very different academic backgrounds. 
Collaboration between staff and faculty is always valuable and can be a source of 
great satisfaction. By combining ideas from different disciplines, an exciting new 
perspective can emerge. This new way of looking at an issue or problem often, in 
turn, generates new theories and practices that contribute to both disciplines. So the 
question arises: Why don't we collaborate more often? First, as university faculty and 
staff, we tend to work in our own little "cubby holes" and relate primarily to colleagues 
who do what we do: i.e., teach, counsel, conduct research, or administrate. Because 
both the Allendale and Grand Rapids campuses are growing, most of us who used to 
know each other, now may not even know some of the members within our own 
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u n i t s .  W e  d o n ' t  h a v e  m a n y  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  s p e n d  t i m e  w o r k i n g  w i t h  t h o s e  o u t s i d e  
o u r  i m m e d i a t e  a r e a  o f  e x p e r t i s e .  S e c o n d ,  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  d o e s n ' t  o c c u r  " n a t u r a l l y , "  a n d  
w o r k i n g  w i t h  a  c o l l e a g u e  f r o m  a  d i f f e r e n t  d i s c i p l i n e  t y p i c a l l y  i n v o l v e s  h a v i n g  t o  s e t  u p  
m e e t i n g s ,  w h i c h  i s  p r o b l e m a t i c  i n  i t s e l f  b e c a u s e  s c h e d u l e s  o f t e n  c o n f l i c t .  M o r e o v e r ,  
c o l l a b o r a t i o n  s o m e t i m e s  m e a n s  c o m b i n i n g  t w o  d i f f e r e n t  f i e l d s  o f  i n t e r e s t  a n d  
d i s c i p l i n e  v o c a b u l a r i e s .  F i n a l l y ,  b y  i t s  v e r y  n a t u r e ,  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  i n v o l v e s  a  c e r t a i n  
" l e t t i n g  g o "  o f  t h e  p r o d u c t .  O n e  c a n n o t  e x e r c i s e  a s  m u c h  c o n t r o l  o v e r  t h e  o u t c o m e  
w h e n  d i v e r s e  o p i n i o n s  a n d  a r e a s  o f  e x p e r t i s e  a r e  b r o u g h t  t o g e t h e r .  
B a r b a r a  G r a y  (  1 9 8 9 )  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  i m p e t u s  f o r  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  c a n  b e  d i v i d e d  
i n t o  t w o  g e n e r a l  c a t e g o r i e s :  r e s o l v i n g  c o n f l i c t s  a n d  a d v a n c i n g  s h a r e d  v i s i o n s .  I t  i s  
t h i s  s e c o n d  c a t e g o r y  t h a t  w e  b e l i e v e  w a r r a n t s  s c r u t i n y ,  s i n c e  t h e  o r i e n t a t i o n  a n d  
c u l t u r e  o f  f a c u l t y  a n d  s t a f f  a r e  d i f f e r e n t .  F a c u l t y  a r e  t h e  v e r y  " h e a r t "  o f  t h e  a c a d e m i c  
e n t e r p r i s e .  T h e y  a r e  t y p i c a l l y  v i e w e d  a s  " a u t h o r i t i e s "  i n  a  d i s c i p l i n e ,  a n d  t h e y  t e n d  t o  
b e  f o c u s e d  o n  t h a t  d i s c i p l i n e .  S i n c e  m o s t  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  p r o m o t i o n  a n d  t e n u r e  s y s t e m s  
r e w a r d  r e s e a r c h  a n d  p u b l i c a t i o n  a c t i v i t i e s ,  i t  s h o u l d  b e  n o  s u r p r i s e  t h a t  f a c u l t y  a r e  
l i k e l y  t o  m a k e  t h i s  a r e a  o f  t h e i r  p r o f e s s i o n a l  l i v e s  a  h i g h  p r i o r i t y .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  
i n t e r a c t i o n  a n d  i m p o r t a n t  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a r e  o f t e n  d e v e l o p e d  w i t h  c o l l e a g u e s  e x t e r n a l  
t o  t h e i r  h o m e  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  w h i c h  m a y ,  i n  t u r n ,  e x p l a i n  w h y  f a c u l t y  l o y a l t i e s  s o m e t i m e s  
s e e m  m o r e  d i s c i p l i n e - t h a n  i n s t i t u t i o n - o r i e n t e d .  F a c u l t y  t e n d  t o  f o c u s  o n  i d e a s  a n d  
t h e o r i e s  t h a t  t h e y  u s e  i n  t h e i r  t e a c h i n g  a n d  r e s e a r c h .  A c t u a l l y  a p p l y i n g  t h e s e  i d e a s  
a n d  t h e o r i e s  t o  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  d e c i s i o n  m a k i n g  a n d  a c t i o n s  i s  n o t  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  t h e y  
a r e  t y p i c a l l y  e x p e c t e d  ( o r  i n v i t e d )  t o  d o .  H e n c e ,  f a c u l t y  g r a v i t a t e  t o w a r d  t h e  r o l e  o f  
p r o b l e m  " i d e n t i f i e r "  r a t h e r  t h a n  p r o b l e m  " s o l v e r . "  
O n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  s t a f f  a r e  " s u p p o r t e r s "  o f  t h e  a c a d e m i c  
e n t e r p r i s e ,  b u t  t h e y  a r e  o f t e n  v i e w e d  a s  " c o n t r o l l e r s "  o f  t h e  r e s o u r c e s ,  d e c i s i o n  
m a k i n g ,  a n d  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  a c t i o n s .  T h e y  a r e  r e w a r d e d  f o r  " g e t t i n g  t h i n g s  d o n e , "  a n d  
t h e y  t e n d  t o  f u n c t i o n  c o m f o r t a b l y  i n  t e a m s  t h a t  i d e n t i f y  a n d  i m p l e m e n t  p r a g m a t i c  
s o l u t i o n s  t o  p r o b l e m s .  T h e y  a r e  n o t  a l w a y s  c o m f o r t a b l e  w i t h  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  
a m b i g u i t y ,  a n d  t h e y  s o m e t i m e s  s e e  t h e  f a c u l t y  p r o p e n s i t y  t o  c r i t i c i z e  a n d  t o  a n a l y z e  
a s  e x c e s s i v e .  S t a f f  l o y a l t i e s  t e n d  t o  c e n t e r  o n  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n  o n  t h e i r  
p r o f e s s i o n a l  a r e a  o f  e x p e r t i s e .  H o w e v e r ,  w h i l e  s o m e  s t a f f  m e m b e r s  a n d  
a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  c a n  s e e  t h e  " b i g  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  p i c t u r e , "  o f t e n  t h e y  a r e  j u s t  a s  n a r r o w l y  
f o c u s e d  o n  t h e i r  o w n  a r e a  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  a s  t h e  f a c u l t y  a r e  o n  t h e i r  o w n  d i s c i p l i n e .  
C l e a r l y ,  f a c u l t y  a n d  s t a f f  h a v e  d i f f e r e n t  o r i e n t a t i o n s  a n d  s t y l e s  o f  f u n c t i o n i n g  i n  a  
c a m p u s  c o m m u n i t y .  W h i l e  i t  i s  f a i r l y  e a s y  t o  s e e  h o w  c o n f l i c t  o r  c r i s i s  c a n  d r a w  
f a c u l t y  a n d  s t a f f  t o g e t h e r  t o  c o l l a b o r a t e  i n  p r o d u c t i v e  a n d  e f f e c t i v e  w a y s ,  i t  i s  a l s o  
e v i d e n t  w h y  f a c u l t y  a n d  s t a f f  a r e  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  c o l l a b o r a t e  o n  t h i n g s  t h a t  r e q u i r e  a  
s h a r e d  v i s i o n .  I n  o u r  o p i n i o n ,  t h i s  l a t t e r  t y p e  o f  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  c a n  o c c u r  f r e q u e n t l y  a t  
a n  i n s t i t u t i o n  o n l y  w h e n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a r e  p r e s e n t :  1 )  a  c l e a r  
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  w h a t  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  m i s s i o n  i s ;  2 )  a  s e n s e  o f  c o m m u n i t y  t h a t  
e n c o u r a g e s  r e s p e c t  a n d  h o n e s t ,  o n g o i n g  i n t e r a c t i o n  b e t w e e n  f a c u l t y  a n d  s t a f f ;  a n d  
3 )  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  s u p p o r t  f o r  a n d  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  c o l l a b o r a t i v e  e n d e a v o r s  a m o n g  
c o l l e a g u e s  f o r  t h e  b e t t e r m e n t  o f  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n .  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  •  3  
As individuals, we need to consider ways in which we can initiate collaboration 
with our colleagues. As a university community, we need to encourage more "shared 
vision" collaboration between faculty and staff as a way to solidify GVSU's 
commitment to liberal education, encourage interdisciplinary studies and research, 
improve the campus climate, enhance the international mission, build stronger 
collegial relationships, and contribute to the surrounding West Michigan community. 
We believe that Grand Valley can be this type of campus community. What do you 
think? 
Sources 
Gray, B. (1989). Collaborating: finding common ground for multiparty problems. San Francisco: Josscy-Bass 
Publishers. 
Swartzlander, S., Pace, D., & Stamler, V. ( 1993, February 17). The ethics of requiring students to write about their 
personal lives. The Chronicle of Higher Education, pp. B 1- 132. 
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